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Introduction 
 
Welcome to this Colloquium on Postgraduate Supervision. 
 
The Colloquium is being held at an opportune moment, for two reasons: 
 
First, compared to 1 840 (26%) postgraduates in 2010, we hoped this year to 
have 2 018 postgraduates out of a total enrolment of 7 390 students. More 
specifically - 834 Honours and Postgraduate Diploma students, 844 Masters 
students and 330 Doctoral students.  
 
In 2012 our target for postgraduate students is 29% (2 204 students) and in 
2013 30% (2 273 students).  
 
The table below, which is derived from our 2011-2013 Enrolment Plan, 
indicates our envisaged growth. 
 
Table 1: Current and Projected Postgraduate Enrolments, 2010-2013 
Programme 2010 2011 2012 2013 Growth % 
2010-2013 
Honours/PGD’s 752 834 966 987 31% 
Masters 764 844 882 912 19% 
Doctorate 324 340 356 374 15% 
Total 1840 2018 2204 2273 24% 
% of Student 
Body 
26 27 29 30 
 
Some 52% of our postgraduates are women, 53% are black and 29% are 
international students, from over 36 countries around the world.  
 
Second, the quantitative expansion of postgraduates could mean that we need 
to take a closer look at the kind of qualitative changes that may be required 
moving forward, including with respect to supervision. 
 
Our overall goal is to enhance the quantity, the quality and the equity profile of 
postgraduates in coming years. We seek to: 
 
 Maintain the positive features of postgraduate study that we enjoy with our 
current postgraduate numbers 
 Effectively educate and supervise additional numbers of postgraduates in 
future years  
 Purposefully and creatively further enhance the quality of the postgraduate 
experience at Rhodes University. 
 
Permit me to make a few comments as a contribution to a part framing of this 
Colloquium. 
 
1. First, while we have no peers in so far as Honours success rates are 
concerned our most recent Masters and Doctorate success rates relative to 
those of other universities leave considerable room for improvement. 
 
2. Second, work that been recently conducted by Prof. Pat Terry suggests that 
the time to completion of our students at Masters and Doctoral levels could 
leave a lot to be desired.  
 
Do we need to establish upper limits on the time to completion for Masters 
and Doctoral students? Indeed, do we need to prune those laggards by 
setting firm limits to how much longer we permit them to be registered 
with us? 
 
I will return to this issue when I raise the issue of finances. 
 
3. Third, is the issue of supervisory capacity and capabilities  
 
56% of our academics have PhDs and some 30% have Masters degrees.  
 
We have considerable unevenness in the production of research and 
postgraduate supervision across faculties and academics. 
 
Given this, how many students can we effectively sustain in postgraduate 
studies, especially at Masters and Doctoral levels? Have our targets in our 
2011-2013 enrolment plant, in general and by faculty, been established 
with the necessary consideration?  
 
Do we, can we, assume that all academics with the requisite qualifications 
are in a position to provide high quality supervision?  
 
4. The fourth issue is that of the issue of the enhancement of supervisory 
capacity and capabilities 
 
With respect to the module on supervision that is being developed by 
CHERTL as part of the PGDHE in Higher Education, should current academics 
be encouraged to take this and should new academics be required for 
tenure purposes to complete this module?  
 
Alongside, is there a need for a programme to mentor and induct new 
academics into the role of supervisor? The current $ 400 000 Senior Scholar 
programme funded by the Mellon Foundation lends itself to this. 
 
5. Our general practice is that a supervisor must have a qualification at the 
level of the student or above that of the student that s/he is supervising. Is 
this appropriate and should this become formal policy? 
 
6. Our general practice is also that an academic must be employed by Rhodes 
or have an academic status at Rhodes to be the supervisor of a Rhodes 
student (it seems that we are happy to accommodate co-supervisors from 
elsewhere). Should we make this formal policy? 
 
7. We have senior scholars on research contracts who are not all based at 
Rhodes permanently. Part of their responsibility is to supervise 
postgraduates.  
 
We have agreed that: in instances where the senior scholar is not based at 
Rhodes, a co-supervisor should be appointed who is a Rhodes staff 
member; or that an academic must be designated to liaise with a student; 
and that the supervisor should be present for meetings of the Higher 
Degrees committees at which proposals are being tabled and discussed. Do 
we wish to now make this formal policy and also specify more clearly and 
explicitly the role of the academic liaison person? 
 
8. For doctoral education and much of our Masters education ours is generally 
the traditional lone supervisor-student model.  
 
Is this the most appropriate model?  
 
What value and benefits might be derived from a measure of collective 
peer-based work that involves other scholars and students?  
More generally, is there value to a more systematic and coordinated 
approach to Masters and Doctoral education, that also includes some study 
of the philosophy of science, the history of science, the sociology of 
knowledge, and issues related to knowledge, theory, methodology, 
literature review, writing proposals, scientific publishing and so forth. 
 
Here, there is no assumption that there are not important disciplinary and 
field differences or that there can be a one size fits all approach.  
 
9. Is there a need for norms related to students per supervisor at different 
levels of postgraduate studies? 
 
There is a limit to what our most productive researchers can do. There is a 
real danger of burn-out on their part if we do not manage this properly.  
 
Should not departments give careful attention to the number of Honours, 
Masters and Doctoral students each academic staff member supervises, 
given their other responsibilities in the departments? 
 
This is perhaps best left to individual departments rather than be prescribed 
centrally or even at faculty level. 
 
10. Should there be a compact between the University and students regarding 
support and supervision 
 
What can postgraduates at the different levels reasonably expect from the 
University and specifically academics and supervisors with respect to 
education and supervision? 
  
With respect to the relationship between the University, academics, 
supervisors and postgraduate students, do we need to formalize and set 
out in writing our mutual responsibilities to each other?  
 
That is to say, should we not openly, transparently and clearly explicate 
what students can expect from the University and supervisors and what 
we, in turn, expect from students, how we propose to deal with differences 
and conflicts, and so forth? 
 
11. Finally, I said earlier that I would raise issue of finances.  
 
Permit me to share a discussion at last week’s Finance and General 
Purposes Committee (F&GP)in the context of the finalisation of the 
University budget for 2102. 
 
Having been granted over R1 million additional funding for postgraduate 
financial support in 2012, the DVC: Research & Development requested a 
further R2.8 million.  
 
He had my support, and that of the Director for Finance, and neither the 
DVC: Academic & Student Affairs nor the Deans on the Committee 
objected. 
 
What has this got to do with supervision? 
 
Well, as I indicated at F&GP here’s the problem: unless we get the help of 
supervisors to improve time to completion the maths does not work. 
 
First, I should explain a harsh financial reality: the days of much higher than 
inflations increased for higher education and universities are over and the 
coming years are going to be lean. As both the Finance Director and I 
emphasised in 2012 our income will grow by 6.8% but our expenditure will 
grow by 8.2%. Only healthy interest income will help us balance the budget 
and we should not assume that this will carry on. And we should be very 
cautious of using tuition fee increases to help us balance our budget. 
 
Let’s give R 3.6 million to the DVC: R&D for postgraduate scholarships; and 
let’s award 20 new Masters scholarships at R 80 000 guaranteed for two 
years. This is an outlay of R 3.6 million in 2012 and 2013. 
 
The return on these 20 scholarships, assuming everyone indeed completes 
in a period of no longer than two years, will be some R146 000 x 20 = R 
2 920 000 – a deficit of R680 000. 
 
You see the problem! And you see especially the problem if a Masters 
student does not complete in two years or not at all after two years of 
support. 
 
Moving forward, we need to make investments that at least give us a return 
equal to investments or a surplus than can be reinvested in all manner of 
good activities. What we don’t need are activities that are going to generate 
deficits. 
 
So what do we do – how do we ensure that the return on the R3.6 
investment will be at least R.3.6 million and ideally a little bit mote to 
accommodate the need to provide Masters scholarships of R85 000 and R 
90 000 in due course. 
 
I will leave you with that puzzle but most eager to know your answer. 
 
 
